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Abstract  
Mounting research evidence demonstrates that effective 'early childhood education 
and care' (ECEC) has short-term and longer-term social and educational benefits for 
children and families. An allied body of evidence attests to the contribution of social 
capital (i.e. social networks and relationships based on trust) to such benefits. The 
research reported in this article bridges these two bodies of evidence by researching 
the social capital of children, their families and community members in the context of 
a state-wide initiative (in Queensland, Australia) of integrated early childhood and 
family hubs. Drawn conceptually from the sociology of childhood, a methodological 
feature of the research is a broadened focus on children, not just adults, as reliable 
informants of their own everyday experience in ECEC. Some 138 children (aged 4-8 
years) in urban and rural/remote localities in Queensland participated in research 
conversations about their social experience in and beyond ECEC. Children's social 
capital was found to be higher in the urban community than in the rural community, 
highlighting the potential of child and family hubs to strengthen children's social 
capital in those communities with few social facilities. 
 
Introduction  
Mounting research evidence demonstrates that effective 'early childhood education 
and care' (ECEC) has short-term and long-term social and educational benefits for 
children and families (Ball, 1994; Schweinhart & Weikert, 1997; McCain & Mustard, 
1999; Pascal et al., 1999; Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 
[OECD], 2001; Sylva et al., 2003). An allied body of evidence attests to the 
contribution of social capital (i.e. social relations and networks based on trust and 
reciprocity) to such benefits (Furstenberg & Hughes, 1995; Runyon et al., 1998; 
Stone, 2001). The research reported in this article is part of a larger study that bridges 
and advances these two bodies of evidence by researching the social capital of young 
children, their families and community members in the context of a state-wide 
initiative (in Queensland, Australia) of integrated early childhood and family hubs 
(Tayler et al., 2002; Tennent et al., 2002; Farrell et al., 2003). This ongoing research 
is funded by the Australian Research Council, while preliminary research received 
funding and/or in-kind support from the Commonwealth Department of Family and 
Community Services, Education Queensland, Queensland Department of Families, 
Queensland Health, Commission for Children and Young People, Crche & 
Kindergarten Association of Queensland and Queensland University of Technology. 
The research questions posed within the larger study are: 
 
• What are the perspectives of stakeholders (i.e. children, parents, hub personnel 
and service providers) on the child and family hubs? 
• What is the impact of the hubs on child, family and community outcomes? 
• What factors facilitate and hinder hub development in local communities? 
 
In light of the first of these questions, this article deals with a subset of the child data 
with respect to their views on social capital. 
 
Our construct of social capital includes micro-social individual behaviour and macro-
social structural factors, thus setting 'social relationships, social interactions and social 
networks in context' (Morrow, 2001, p. 4). A conceptual and methodological 
distinction of our research drawn from the sociology of children is its broadened focus 
on children, not just adults, as reliable informants of their own everyday experience 
(James & Prout, 1997; Mayall, 2003). Children in our research are seen, therefore, as 
active social agents, who construct and shape the social structures and processes of 
their lives (Clark et al., 2003). 
 
Social capital, however, is a highly contested theoretical construct (Fine, 1999; Foley 
& Edwards, 1999; Gamarnikov & Green, 1999; Hawe & Shiell, 2000). 
Conceptualizations range from Bourdieu's (1986, 1993) sociological account of 
different, yet interrelated, forms of capital (social, economic, cultural and symbolic) 
to Putnam's (1993, 2000) popularist notion of social and community networks and 
civic engagement based on norms of cooperation, reciprocity and mutual trust. 
 
Social capital, nonetheless, has been championed by Australia's Commonwealth 
Department of Family and Community Services (2000) as one of five key 
determinants of social and family well-being. Its rationale is that communities high in 
social capital (evidenced by dense and complex social relationships, helpful 
information networks, clear-cut norms and perceptions of stability) have significantly 
higher levels of well-being than communities with limited social capital (evidenced 
by alienation, fragmentation, loneliness, intolerance and vulnerability (Coleman, 
1988; Fegan & Bowes, 1999; Jack & Jordan, 1999). 
 
While social capital may be championed by government and its agencies (as is the 
case of Australia), its rigorous description, measurement and analysis can prove 
challenging. Moreover, measurement instruments such as those used by Putnam 
(1993) in the USA and Stone and Hughes (2000) in Australia are characteristically 
applied to adults as community members and citizens, with little scope for inclusion 
of children's accounts of their own social experience. A notable exception is Morrow's 
(2001) British work on children's accounts of their experience of neighbourhood. 
 
So our research sought to listen to children as key stakeholders in ECEC services, as 
'social and cultural actors' (Woodhead & Faulkner, 2000, p. 31), whose accounts 
should underpin the nature of, and future directions in, the provision of such services. 
 
Methodology  
Participants were 138 children (aged 4-8 years) from four schools, two each in rural 
and urban localities. The rural hub was developed around two state primary schools of 
100 students in a remote region of Far North Queensland, and servicing a community 
of predominantly Australians of European background. Prior to the development of 
the hub, community facilities for children and families in one locality comprised the 
school only, with one community lacking even a post office or public store. The urban 
sites (in metropolitan Brisbane), however, were more heterogeneous (in ethnicity, 
race and language), with access to a range of social and health services, albeit 
fragmented. 
 
Children were invited to engage in informal conversations with a trained practitioner-
researcher within the familiar context of the regular classroom of the hub community. 
The conversations were approximately 30 minutes in duration and conducted in the 
naturalistic environs of the classroom. Ethical clearance was given by the University 
Human Research Ethics Committee and children and parents gave their informed 
voluntary consent to participate. Conversations were based on six dimensions of 
social capital (adapted, with permission, from Onyx & Bullen, 1997): 
 
• participation in community activities;  
• neighbourhood connections;  
• family and friend connections;  
• proactivity in a social context;  
• feelings of trust and safety; and  
• tolerance of diversity. 
In addition, as per previous studies by Evans and Fuller (1998) and Farrell et al. 
(2002a), children were asked the following questions about their pre-school or school 
life in informal conversations with teachers: 
• Why do you come here?  
• What do you like about coming here?  
• What don't you like about coming here? 
Children were also asked: 
• If a new person comes here, what would they need to know to be happy? 
 
These questions provided children with the opportunity to disclose additional 
perspectives on their social experience and to demonstrate 'alternate' perspective-
taking, as in the case of providing advice to a newcomer. 
 
Quantitative data were coded and analysed using SPSS for Windows with frequency 
statistics used to identify patterns among the responses, while open-ended responses 
underwent thematic analysis to generate discursive themes within the data set. This 
latter analytic approach identifies the actual categories that participants - in this case, 
children - use to 'make sense of people and events' (Silverman, 1998, p. 88). Such 
analysis searches for the categories that the children themselves introduce as they 
describe their everyday social worlds. The value of this analytic approach is 'that it 
can uncover and formulate functions which practices facilitate, yet which are, or were, 
unrecognised or unappreciated by members' (Heap, 1990, p. 47). Thus, it makes 
visible the ordinary and everyday experiences of children (Silverman, 2001). 
 Findings  
Table 1 shows children's responses to the social capital items. More than twice as 
many urban children compared to rural children were found to be members of clubs or 
groups, while rural children were marginally less likely than urban children to visit 
friends, relatives or neighbours very often. Rural children were marginally less likely 
to agree that they would help a friend with schoolwork (one child explaining this as 
'cheating') and substantially less likely to agree that they liked being with people who 
were different from them. The only difference, according to the four different age 
groups, was an increase over the years in children's club or group membership. 
 
Why do you come here?  
There were no ascertainable differences between the responses of rural and urban 
children as to why they believed they came to the facility. As Table 2 indicates, a 
clear majority of pre-school children believed that they came to pre-school simply 
because they liked it. Among Year 1 children, practical issues such as proximity of 
the school or choices made by parents dominated responses, whereas in Year 2, 'to 
learn' became the primary reason. By Year 3, children's responses focused on 
attributes of their school and possibility of friendship. 
 
What do you like about coming here?  
As Table 3 demonstrates, children's responses varied according to their age group, 
with the most enjoyable aspects of school, for pre-school and Year 1 children, being 
learning activities. Construction activities and symbolic play were notably popular 
among pre-schoolers, while among Year 2 and 3 children, being or playing with 
friends was the most liked aspect of coming to school. 
 
What don't you like about coming here?  
Regardless of their age, children's responses focused on the unpleasant behaviours of 
others (see Table 4). Many children referred to instances of what they labelled as 
'bullying', often at the hands of peers, as negative experiences. 
 
What would a new person need to know in order to be happy here?  
Table 5 illustrates the most common types of advice that children thought they might 
offer a newcomer, with the number and complexity of suggestions increasing with the 
age of the respondent. More than other groups, pre-schoolers recommended 
newcomers be aware of behavioural expectations and, with the exception of Year 3 
children, the most common response across the sample was: an offer of friendship or 
help with doing things. The older children were more concerned than were the 
younger children that newcomers know where things are and comply with rules. 
 
Discussion  
Such findings indicated that, according to Onyx and Bullen's (1997) measure, 
children's social capital was higher in the urban community than in the rural 
community. In relation to individual dimensions, it was encouraging that the majority 
of children in both the rural and the urban communities agreed that they felt safe. 
Rural children were half as likely to be involved in clubs, and marginally less likely to 
visit friends, relatives or neighbours. Many in the rural community lived some 
distance from people and facilities, so for these children, school offered the sole or 
primary opportunity for socialization outside the immediate family. This has 
important implications for the social capital potential of child and family hubs within 
rural communities, where hitherto the school was the primary facility for socialization 
outside the family. 
 
Children in the urban community were marginally more likely to agree that they 
trusted most people but nearly twice as likely to agree that they liked being with 
people who were different from them. It is probable that this acceptance of others 
stems from the ethnic diversity that characterizes the urban locality. Similar exposure 
to other cultures through increased socialization or increased awareness (potentially 
developed in the hub) may help to increase rural children's exposure to and respect for 
people who are different from them. 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
It was clear from the open-ended questions (e.g. What do you like about being here), 
that most children across the two communities enjoyed their school life. Indeed, more 
than half of the pre-school children interviewed believed that the reason they attended 
pre-school was because they liked it so much. This enjoyment is especially important 
given that positive experiences within ECEC can contribute to children's well-being. 
Findings suggest that, in order to best facilitate positive experiences, children's 
changing needs and interests need to be considered (for example, pre-schoolers' 
enjoyment of pretend play and construction activities). Socializing and making friends 
appeared to become more salient in the upper years, at a time when children's 
relationships outside of the home may assume greater importance. These older 
children were also more likely to comment that they were members of clubs or 
groups. Overall, there was enjoyment of learning, socialization, playing outdoors and 
an appreciation of things unique to individual settings. This is consistent with findings 
by Sheridan and Samuelson (2001), who also noted a preference for outdoor play in 
Swedish pre-school children. 
 
Children's emerging enjoyment of learning, friendships and physical activity were 
tempered, however, by less pleasant experiences. Almost three-quarters of pre-school 
and Year 1 children and more than half of Year 2 and Year 3 children in both 
localities referred to acts of verbal or physical aggression by other children as a source 
of unhappiness. Acts of aggression were also a 'least favourite' activity among day 
care children in an earlier study by Armstrong and Sugawara (1989) and one of five 
aspects of nursery school that children in Evans and Fuller's (1998) study disliked. 
Accounts of the adverse social behaviour that some children label as bullying should 
be of concern to policy makers and practitioners given its potentially harmful 
emotional and physical effects (Homel, 1998; Farrell, 1999). As Evans and Fuller 
(1998) noted, such reports call for 'vigilance by practitioners to ensure that children's 
rights not to endure such experiences are met' (p. 73). 
 
One of the enduring challenges for children was adapting to the new ECEC 
environment. Thus, it is important for policy makers and practitioners to understand 
what factors facilitate a smooth and effective transition for these children and thereby 
enhance their social capital. In relation to advice for newcomers, pre-school, Year 1 
and Year 2 children focused on emotional support and assistance with tasks. Year 3 
children, on the other hand, were primarily concerned with pragmatic issues such as 
time, place, rules, routines and people's names. This emerging awareness of the social 
geography and daily routines of school life corroborated earlier research on children's 
competent awareness of the institution's social geography (Farrell et al., 2002a, b). 
Such evidence demonstrates the need for further methodological innovation to 
uncover, in greater depth, other aspects of the social geography of children's worlds, 
within the hub services and extending to the broader community in which the hub 
operates. 
 
Thus, this work highlights the conceptual merit of piloting and refining the 
methodological and analytic use of children's views of social capital, rarely 
considered in interdepartmental and cross-sectoral planning of services of this nature 
and magnitude. That children express their views on issues that concern them and 
affect their everyday lives is central to the provision of integrated health, care and 
education services for families and children. In this way, children are validated 
stakeholders in ECEC, who, in Australia, have hitherto not been listened to in social 
capital research. A challenge for this research field is for practitioners and policy 
makers to promote the social dimensions of communities within and beyond ECEC 
that stand to enhance social capital and, in turn, contribute to the well-being of young 
children, their families and communities. 
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